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Chinese Cinema and
Transnational Cultural Politics:
Reflections on Film Festivals, Film Productions,
and Film Studies

Yingjin Zhang
This study situates Chinese cinema among three
interconnected concerns that all pertain to transnational cultural
politics: (1) the impact of international film festivals on the
productions of Chinese films and their reception in the West; (2)
the inadequacy of the “Fifth Generation” as a critical term for
Chinese film studies; and (3) the need to address the current
methodological confinement in Western studies of Chinese
cinema. By “transnational cultural politics” here I mean the
complicated—
— and at times complicit— ways Chinese films,
including those produced in or coproduced with Hong Kong and
Taiwan, are enmeshed in tla larger process in which popularcultural technologies, genres, and works are increasingly moving
and interacting across national and cultural borders” （
During
1997: 808). Designating this process as “transnationalization”
rather than “globalization，
” Simon During calls on scholars to
investigate the challenge that commercial cultural production, or
what he terms "the global popular," poses to ''current cultural
studies’ welcome td difference, hybridicity, and subversion”
(During 1997: 809). ^
Before embarking on the transnational and cross-cultural
issues, I would like to start with a personal observation. When I
completed my first essay on Chinese cinema in the summer of
1989 (Zhang 1990), I had practically no idea that Chinese film
would gain such unprecedented popularity in the world within
Different versions of this study were presented at the University
of Iowa in March 1996 and at the annual meeting of the Association for
Asian Studies in Washington, D. C., March 1998. My thanks to Dudley
Andrew, Michael Curtin, Perry Link, and Sue Tuohy for their comments
and suggestions.
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such a short period of time. Despite the facts that Zhang
Yimou^ Red Sorghum (1987) had just won the first Golden Bear
for Chinese film at the 1988 Berlin International Film Festival
and that Chen Kaige's Yellow Earth (1984) had attracted critical
attention from the West, China's turbulent political situation in
1989 prevented anyone from making an optimistic prediction.
Nevertheless, political setbacks notwithstanding, China’s
economy has enjoyed a high rate of growth, and Chinese film
has continued to develop its particular type of global appeal.
Less than a decade after my initial essay, one is overwhelmed if
one attempts to count every major award ^Chinese films have
won in recent film festivals around the wo^rld.1 To be sure, this
spectacular interna tiona l success has provided ample
opportunities, for scholars of Chinese film ^nd culture, but it has
also created problems in Chinese film studies. In what follows, I
w ill examine a number of issues under the headings of
screening, naming, speaking, and mapping, and I will reflect on
film festivals, film productions, and film studies from the
perspective of transnational cultural politics.
Screening: Box-Office Boom and Academic Investment
Klaus Eder, a principal program organizer of the Munich
International Film Festival, made this observation in 1993:
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New Chinese Cinema has dominated many international
festivals, most recently Venice in 1992 {The Story of Qiuju),
Berlin in 1993 (The Women from the Lake of Scented Souls) and
Cannes in 1993 (Farewell My Concubine). That is a surprising
and admirable series of successes, which no other cinema has
ever duplicated, at least not within the last two or three decades.
(Eder and Rossell 1993: 8)

In fact, Eder forgot to mention a Taiwanese film, Ang Lee's The
Wedding Banquet (1993), which shared the Golden Bear awards
with Xie Fei^ The Women from the Lake o f Scented Souls
(1992) at the 1993 Berlin Film Festival. Earlier, a year after Red
Sorghum's success, another Taiwanese film, Hou Hsiao-hsien^
City o f Sadness (1989), won the first Golden Lion for Chinese
1
For a sample listing of international awards to Chinese
feature films, see Zhang and Cheng (1995: 1433-43).
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for Chinese film at the Venice International Film Festival. In
addition, films by Chen Kaige, Zhang Yimou, and Ang Lee were
nominated for the Best Foreign Film category at the Oscars in
the early 1990s. Many of these film s proved immensely
profitable, too. By January 23, 1994, The Wedding Banquet
(five months after its release) had earned 6.5 million dollars and
Farewell My Concubine (three months after its release in 1993)
4.2 million in the U. S. commercial circuit alone. No wonder the
Hong Kong-based Asiaweek was proud to quote Jeannette
Paulson, the director of the Hawaii International Film Festival:
f<This is a time of discovery for films from Asia'1(Asiaweek 1994:
27).
The process of this “discovery” was set in motion during
the early 1980s. In a gradual and less dramatic way, the talents
of several of Hong Kong’s “New Wave” directors, such as Ann
Hui, Allan Fong, and Tsui Hark, were recognized by the Western
press, and some of these directors’ films were introduced to
international film festivals held in places such as Edinburgh and
New York (Lau 1998: 18). Although by the mid-1980s, as Paul
Fonoroff rightly observes, “the ‘wave’ turned out to be a mere
ripple [in Hong Kong], with many of the young filmmakers
absorbed by the commercial movie establishment they had
ostensibly sought to transform” （
Zhang and Xiao 1998)，these
directors' initial avant-garde spirit re-emerged in directors in
Taiwan (e.g., Hou Hsiao-hsien and Edward Yang) and mainland
China (e.g., Chen Kaige and Tian Zhuangzhuang), who very
soon became serious contenders for major international film
prizes.
After what K la is Eder describes as "a surprising and
admirable series o f successes" (quoted above) in the early
1990s, Chinese film*continued to develop with uninterrupted
momentum. In addition to Ang Lee's Eat Drink Man Woman
(1994), Zhang Yimou's Shanghai Triad (1995), and Chen Kaige's
Temptress Moon (1995), a number of films by lesser known
Chinese directors, such as He Ping's Red Firecracker, Green
Firecracker (^994) and Zhou Xiaowen's Ermo (1994), and by the
"Second-Wave" directors from Hong Kong and Taiwan (e.g.,
Clara Law, Stanley Kwan, Wong Kar-wai, Stan Lai, and Tsai
Ming-liang) were screened in the U. S. art theaters and festival
venues (Teo 1994; Chiao 1996). Many of these directors' films
have also entered commercial video stores across the country.
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A similar discovery process is also evident in academic
publications. Up to 1980, there were only two notable English
books about Chinese cinema, Jay Leyda's Dianying/Electric
Shadows (1972) and Tony Rayns and Scott Meek's Electric
Shadows: 45 Years o f Chinese Cinema (1980). From the mid1980s on, the situation changed dramatically. Chris Berry
expanded his Perspectives on Chinese Cinema (1985) and
republished it in 1991. Paul Clark's Chinese Cinema (1987a),
George Semsel's three volumes (1987, 1990, 1993), and Wimal
Dissanayake’s two collections (1988，1993)’ further paved the
way for serious research in Chinese film. >Over the past four
years, we have seen an increasing number of high-quality
publications in the U. S.: New Chinese Cinemas (1994), edited
by Nick Browne and others; Cinematic Landscapes (1994),
edited by Linda Erhlich and David Desser; Primitive Passions
周 蕾 (1995), by Rey Chow; Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics o f
Disappearance (1997), by Ackbar Abbas; Transnational Chinese
魯曉鵬
C/_/?emas (1997), edited by Sheldon Lu; and C/?/7?ese /Wocfem/_sm
張旭東 />?
Era of Reforms (1997), by Xudong Zhang. This list does
not include the large number of critical studies of Chinese film in
various academic journals or those book manuscripts now in
press.2
Surely, what I have described here is a blooming field;
however, it is also a field growing so fast that the barely
concealed inaccuracy of its key terms has been left largely
unexamined. One example here will suffice to illustrate a
confusion in “naming.” In New Chinese Cinema (1993), a
dossier issued by the National Film Theatre in London, we find
under “Biographies of the 5th Generation Directors” such names
謝晋張暖昕
as Xie Jin，Xie Fei，and Zhang Nuanxin (Eder and RosselM993:
5).3 Even if we concede that this mis-classification was an
excusable error of editing or proofreading, it nonetheless must
have generated a literally international confusion among
audiences: the dossier accompanied a season of Chinese films
which opened at the Munich Film Festival (June 1993) and at
2 For a review essay on some of these publications, see Zhang
(1997b). Two forthcoming English titles are Zhang and Xiao (1998),
and Zhang (1999).
3 My thanks to Julian Stringer for drawing my attention to this
dossier.
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the National Film Theater in London (July-August), and
subsequently traveled to the Cinematheque Suisse, Lausanne
(September), the Filmpodium Zurich (September), the Sao Paolo
International Film Festival (October), the Film Society of Lincoln
Center, New York (December), the UCLA Film and Television
Archive, Los Angeles (January 1994), the Cinematheque
Ontario (February-March), and the Film Center of the Art
Institute of Chicago (April-May). While this confusion in a
generational lineup of directors is by no means typical of
academic work on Chinese cinema since the mid-1980s, it does
point to the problematic nature of "naming" in Chinese film
studies.
Naming: Geopolitical and Historiographic Complications
Admittedly, naming is a difficult task. To begin with,
“Chinese cinema” is often used to refer to films made in
mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, but in the minds of
many Westerners these three geopolitical regions seem to
constitute three entirely separate and antagonistic "nations."
The governments of these three Chinese regions, however, see
things rather differently. In cultural terms, the regions see
themselves more or less "unified" by their common legacy of
Chinese history, culture, and language. One must remember
that cultural exchanges between the mainland and Hong Kong
had been going on for decades before the return of Hong Kong
to China was annouriced in the Sino-British Joint Declaration in
1984 and that aftef the mid-1980s contacts between the
mainland and Taiwan increased dramatically. In film circles, the
links between the regions are demonstrated by the steady flow
of investment money from Taiwan and Hong Kong since the
1980s, which resulted in numerous coproductions involving
Chinese filmmakers from the mainland, Hong Kong, and Taiwan.
Without these filmmakers’ unified and sustained efforts, the
scope and impact of the recent success of Chinese cinema
around the world would have been hard to imagine. Chiao
Hsiung-Ping, the leading Taiwanese film critic, commented in
this way on the situation: "the close cooperation . . . has brought
about a trend toward popular unification in advance of political
unification" (Chiao 1993b: 97). As I will show later in this essay,
the close cooperation between Chinese directors in the three

焦雄屏

110

Yingjin Zhang

regions arose in a specific geopolitical and economic context.
But still, it is not by coincidence that Chiao’s playful use of
'Unification," a politically sensitive word, found an echo in the
光華 semi-official Taiwanese magazine Sinorama, which celebrated
the occasion of the Chinese co-winners at the 1993 Berlin
兩岸電影擺
Festival with a report bearing this punning title: “Liang’an
“ 喜宴，
’
dianying bai 'X iyan'T_ The Wedding Banquet occasioned by
films from both sides of the Taiwan Strait? (Jeng 1993: 32).
The unified efforts of the film directors from the mainland,
鄭洞天
Hong Kong and Taiwan were also praised in 1993 by Zheng
Dongtian, a professor and film director at the Beijing Film
Academy. Zheng was particularly excited because a year
before, the directors from these three Chinese regions had met
for the first time in history at a Chinese directors1 workshop in
Hong Kong. Pleased with the prospect of close cooperation
among all Chinese directors, he perceptively observed that
"while there are political and cultural, as well as geographical
and historical differences between the three places, works by
directors from all these places can still validly be described as
'Chinese
(Zheng 1993b: 32).
Indeed, while there is no denying that cultural differences
and political tensions abound in the three Chinese regions and
have persisted up to the present, it is equally true that some
differences may shift categories occasionally. As Chiao HsiungPing points out, recent coproductions in the mainland have
resulted in visible changes in directors1 personal styles. For
上海假期
instance, My American Grandson (1991), which had a Hong
Kong woman director (Ann Hui), a Taiwanese screenwriter (Wu
吳念真
Nianzhen)，and mainland actors, “looked more like a Taiwan
五個女子和一根 filmw; Five Girls and a Rope (1991), which had a Taiwanese
繩子葉鴻偉
director (Yeh Hung-wei), mostly Taiwanese actresses, but a
mainland screenwriter (Ye Weilin), looked rather like a Fifth
葉蔚林
Generation work (Chiao 1993a: 56).4 On the mainland side,
Zhang Yimou acknowledged in 1992 that The Story o f Qiuju

王進出嫁女
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4
The proximity-to-the-Fifth-Generation quality in Five Girls and
a Rope is further evident in its mainland counterpart, Wang Jin's The
Wedding Maidens (1993), which is based on the same story by Ye
Weilin and coproduced by the Pearl River Studio in Guangzhou and
the Sil-Metropole Organization in Hong Kong, with a Catonese dialect
version.
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(1991) was in part his attempt to learn from Taiwanese directors
(especially Hou Hsiao-hsien) so as to achieve “a concrete
delineation of things pertaining to character” and to “make up
this deficiency” on the part of mainland directors (Zheng 1993b:
32).
Without any doubt, Chinese coproductions have made
filmmaking in the three geopolitical regions more complicated,
the previously taken-for-granted differences less obvious, and
the "nationality" issue all the more conspicuous. For instance,
shall we classify Farewell My Concubine as a mainland film,
according to the original "nationality" of its director, Chen Kaige,
who nevertheless resides in the U. S. now? Or is it a Taiwanese
film, according to the "nationality" of its investor, Hsu Feng, who
entered the film at the 1993 Cannes International Film Festival
and saw it win the coveted top prize? Or is it a Hong Kong film,
according to the “nationality” of its registered production
company, Tomson Film, through which the Taiwanese
investment was channeled?
To avoid unnecessary confusion in classifications such as
these, we will keep the general term “Chinese cinema” and
instruct the reader to bear in mind the problematic nature of
"China" or ^Chineseness" (a topic to which I shall return later).
After all, as Zhang Yimou "diplomatically" acknowledged at the
1992 Academy Awards press conference in Hollywood, “Now
more and more mainland Chinese realize that China is really
three areas: the mainland, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. Among
directors, there is a great deal of contact and exchanges across
these three areas" (Yang 1993: 308). Just one more example
will suffice here to illustrate how extensive this type of "reel"
contact has been in recent years. Among the eleven Chinese
films selected for d special film program at the 1994 Taipei
Golden Horse Film Festival, the following works by mainland
directors were listed as Hong Kong productions: He Ping's Red
Firecracker, Green Firecracker, Huang Jianxin's Back to Back,
Face to Face (1994), Wu Ziniu's Sparkling Fox (1994), and
Zhang Yimou's The Story o f Qiuju. In addition to these four
films, the program featured two Taiwanese directors (Hou Hsiaohsien and He Ping's namesake) and three Hong Kong directors
(Yim Ho, Stanley Kwan, and Clara Law, the latter with three
films). These geographic designations in credit lines, however,
did not affect the usefulness of the general term “Chinese
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cinema(s), which appeared in the title of the program (Taipei
Golden Horse, 1994: 140-47).5
With this clarification of Chinese cinema in mind, it is
easier now for us to proceed to “New Chinese Cinema” and its
confusing relations to the “Fifth Generation” films. “New Chinese
Cinema，
” I believe, is a more accurate and more manageable
term than “Fifth Generation” to refer to contemporary “art films”
or films of high production quality. The Fifth Generation was so
named because its members were all gradwaies from the Beijing
Film Academy in 1982, most notable amorfg them Chen Kaige,
Tian Zhuangzhuang, Wu Ziniu, Xia Gapg, Zhang Junzhao,
Zhang Yimou, and th e ir fem ale classm ates Hu Mei, Li
Shaohong, and Peng Xiaolian. Over the years, a few other
directors who received advanced training at the Beijing Film
Academy were sometimes included in the Fifth Generation, such
as Huang Jianxin, Mi Jiashan, Sun Zhou, Zhang Zeming, and
Zhou Xiaowen (Lao Lin 1992: 41-44).
This loose designation of “Fifth Generation” has given rise
to many problems. The first is an incorrect assumption that all
Fifth Generation films somehow share a “homogeneous” style.
However, these directors have exhibited a wide spectrum of
personal styles in their works. For instance, Xia Gang’s urban
comedies (e.g., After Separation [1992] and No One Cheers
[1993]) have very little in common with either Zhang YimoiTs
rural myths (e.g., Judou [1989] and Raise the Red Lantern
[1991]) or Hu Mei's psychological dramas (e.g., Army Nurse
[1985] and Far From the War [1987]). Similarly, despite their
urban settings, Zhou Xiaowen^ gangster films (e.g., Desperation
[1987] and The Price of Frenzy [1988]) stand in sharp contrast to
both Huang Jianxin^ political satires (e.g., Black Cannon
Incident [1985] and Dislocation [1986]) and Zhang Zeming^
sentimental urban tales (e.g., Swan Song [1985] and Sunshine
and Showers [1987]).
Another problem with the term “Fifth Generation” is that it
tends to gloss over the marked differences in a director's works
over time. Take Tian Zhuangzhuang: after making two
exemplary Fifth Generation films, On the Hunting Ground (1985)
and Horse Tft/ef (1986), he produced Drum Singers (1987), a
film melodrama comparable to the “Xie Jin model,” a type of film
5
the program.

My thanks to Robert Ru-shou Chen for sending me a copy of
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realism that dominated China during the 1960s-1980s (Semsel
et al. 1990: 141-48). After Rock 'n1Roll Kids (1988), a popular
entertainment film focusing on contemporary urban youth
culture, Tian presented Li Lianying, the Imperial Eunuch (1991),
a film funded by Skai Film in Hong Kong and bearing close
resemblance, in narrative style and mise-en-scene at least, to
two previous Hong Kong films of the imperial court intrigues, Li
Hanxiang's The Burning o f Old Summer Palace (1983) and
Reign Behind the Curtain (1983). Returning to a serious
engagement with the traumatic experience of the Cultural
Revolution, Tian directed The Blue Kite (1993), another Hong
Kong-financed film, which was immediately banned in the
mainland but was released to enthusiastic audiences in the
West，
where it won several prestigious festival awards.
A third problem, more troublesome than the previous two,
arises from the attempt to fix the precise dates for the Fifth
Generation in film historiography. The screening of Yellow Earth
on April 12, 1985 at the Hong Kong International Film Festival is
generally considered to be the starting point of the Fifth
Generation, while the year 1987, marked by Chen Kaige^ King
of the Children, has been noted as a terminal point llwhen the
Fifth Generation dissolved” （
Dai 1995: 268).6 But if one accepts
these dates, it would then be self-contradictory to regard the
films Chen Kaige and Tian Zhuangzhuang produced after 1987
as belonging to the "Fifth Generation" corpus, and a film scholar
would have to face the embarrassing question of why the Fifth
Generation directors, have been making “non-Fifth Generation”
works since 1987. This already confusing situation is made even
more so by the fact that Zhang Yimou, the most internationallyknown figure in this group, did not emerge into the spotlight until
1987. It was also i»n 1987 that other members of the Fifth
Generation saw their first important features released: Peng
Xiaolian's The Story of Country Women, Sun Zhou's Put Some
Sugar in the Coffee, and Zhou Xiaowen's Desperation.
To solve the problems mentioned above and to avoid
further confusion, I support the move to use "New Chinese
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Unlike Dai Jinhua’s unambiguous word “dissolution,” Tony
戴錦華
Rayns sees in King of the Children the closing of a chapter for the Fifth
Generation; thus he leaves room for its revival and transformation after
1987 (Rayns 1989: 55).

114

柄蜀始
胡黃吳
^'

文虎陽迪元
姜管雪郎張

胡
軍瀛 帥
免
丁i
建王
何

黃建中
吳天明

'J/

邵牧君
電影藝術

丁蔭楠
楊延晋

Yingjin Zhang

Cinema" to cover quality works of the Fifth Generation, their
associates, and other prominent directors since the 1980s and
to keep the term “Fifth Generation” as a designation for the
directors from the 1982 graduating class (rather than for their
films). Such a distinction between the two terms will facilitate a
more accurate account of the historical period from the mid1980s to the present, in which the Fifth Generation directors
produced films more or less contemporaneously with two other
active groups in the mainland. The first group consists of
directors from the Third and Fourth Generations/5including Hu
Bingliu, Huang Jianzhong, Huang Shitqin, Wang Jin, Wu
Tianming, Wu Yigong, Xie Fei, Xie Jin, and Zhang Nuanxin. The
second group consists of the post-Fifth ’Generation directors,
including He Ping, Huang Jun, Jiang Wen；Ning Ying, as well as
Guan Hu, He Jianjun, Hu Xueyang, Wang Xiaoshuai, Wu Di, and
Zhang Yuan; the last six belong to the so-called “Sixth
Generation" (Eder and Rossell 1993: 47; Han 1995; Zhongguo
yinmu 1997). To cover the representative works of all these
directors under a single term “New Chinese Cinema” will do
away with the unnecessary burden of the inaccurate and
confusing “generational” classification. Moreover, “New Chinese
Cinema” proves to be an appropriate term to link art films from
the mainland, Hong Kong, and Taiwan in the 1980s, for during
this period all three regions saw the emergence of the “New
Cinema” or “New Waves.” Partly due to this linkage，“New
Chinese Cinema”一sometimes in the plural form—seems to
have gained increasing acceptance by film critics and scholars
in the West (Rayns 1989; Eder and Rossell 1993; Browne et al.
1994).
An objection to the substitution of “Fifth Generation” by
“New Chinese Cinema” is worth considering at this point. A
leading film critic in mainland China, Shao Mujun, traces the
origin of this “inappropriate” substitution to the September 1988
seminar organized by the Beijing journal Film Art. He insists that
the Fifth Generation cannot take all the credits for the
establishment of New Chinese Cinema in the 1980s. Instead,
he asserts that it is the much neglected Fourth Generation which
has contributed most to the revival of Chinese cinema after the
devastating Cultural Revolution. As early as March 1980, a
group of directors, among them Ding Yinnan, Huang Jianzhong,
Xie Fei, Yang Yanjin, Zhang Nuanxin, and Zheng Dongtian, met
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in Beijing and founded the “Beihai Reading Group.” They even
drafted a manifesto, which was never published because the
group members were investigated several times afterwards.
Indeed, the Fourth Generation dominated Chinese filmmaking in
the early 1980s, a period when the Fifth Generation was still
learning its trade at the Beijing Film Academy. As Shao
contends, the Fourth Generation represents "the true nature of
the ‘New Chinese Cinema”’ and its rightful place in the history of
Chinese cinema should therefore be restored (Shao 1993: 2129).
Speaking: In the Name of Politics an d /o r Poetics?
Obviously, Shao Mujun’s objection is directed at Western
critics1preference for the Fifth Generation, a group that, for him,
forms only one part of New Chinese Cinema. This objection
brings us to the issue of the transnational cultural politics of
“speaking”
：Who speaks for Chinese cinema in the West? To
whom? About what? In whose or what name? And to what
effect? Let us revisit a beginning moment. Tracing the rise of
Chinese film studies in the U. S. around the mid-1980s, when
the Fifth Generation directors just started to attract international
attention, William Rothman identifies a political responsibility the
West assumed at that time: “We Americans studying Chinese
cinema in those years found ourselves envisioning the events
sweeping China as a grand historical melodrama” and therefore
felt "called upon to play；
a role" in promoting new Chinese films in
the international arena,(Rothman 1993: 259). By assuming this
sort of urgent political responsibility, Western critics envision
themselves directly participating in the advancement of freedom,
democracy, and humarl rights in post-Mao China.
To be sure, political issues have informed much of
Western interest in Chinese cinema; this fact is evident in a large
number of press reports on the notorious cases of Communist
censorship. A recent report in the New York Times bears this
telling title: “In China，Letting a Hundred Films Wither.” While
criticizing the Communist Party's sponsorship of Xie Jin's The
Opium War, an epic film that was impeccably timed to be
released in conjunction with Hong Kong’s return to China in July
1997, the report also exposes the government’s crackdown on
An Awkward Life, a film in mid-production by the popular novelist
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Wang Shuo (Tyler 1996). Earlier, The Wall Street Journal ran an
article on the Communist ban of Tian Zhuangzhuang and
several defiant Sixth Generation directors such as Zhang Yuan
and Wu Wenguang (Jaivin 1995). In reports like these, the
Western press pays close attention to which Chinese films are
suspended, banned, or cut and which directors are engaged in
subversive, independent, or underground filmmaking. By such
political standards, Zhang Yuan, credited with his independently
produced docudramas of rock stars in Beijing Bastards (1993)
and of clandestine gay life in East Palace, West Palace (1997),
has emerged as the most daring and most controversial
mainland director known to date in the West (Berry 1996; Rayns
1996; Reynaud 1997). No wonder the Ynajority of mainland
directors are judged by the Western media to be neither
interesting nor news-worthy unless they are caught up in
censorship issues.
On the other hand, as far as film audiences are concerned,
Western fascination with Chinese cinema may be explained in
“poetic” or “aesthetic” terms. This is evident in film reviews from
leading U. S. newspapers and magazines. In a New York Times
review, for instance, Stephen Holden piques the public’s
curiosity by choosing such phrases as “ lushly pictorial,”
“unleashed erotic energy，
” and “sexual ecstasy” to describe Red
Firecracker, Green Firecracker (Holden 1995). Phrases like
these direct Western audiences to a particular type of ethnic or
“ethnographic” element in Chinese cinema. If we examine those
Chinese films which won major international awards in recent
years, we will see a pattern gradually taking shape. From Zhang
Yimou^ Red Sorghum and Judou, Ang Lee's The Wedding
Banquet and Eat Drink Man Woman, to Chen Kaige^ Farewell
My Concubine and Temptress Moon, oriental ars erotica as a
mythified entity is fixed or fixated at the very center of Western
fascination. The fact that such “ethnographic” fascination is
deliberately cultivated by the Western media is illustrated by this
Taiwan report: llA line in The Wedding Banquet, l5,000 years of
Chinese sexual repression/ was played up by the British critic
Tony Rayns; this attracted the attention of people in and outside
the film industry.11As a result, when the film tlwas first shown in
Berlin, all 2,000 seats of the hall were occupied and when it was
over, Ang Lee and the actors had to come out for curtain calls
five times*1(Sinorama 1993: 33).
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In spite of such theatrical fanfares, one must not surmise
that Western audiences are uncritical in their readings of festival
catalogues and press reviews. As a regular participant in
festival screenings, Bill Nichols offers a self-reflexive account of
his festival-going experience and the function international film
festivals perform in introducing a continuous succession of Hnew
cinemas” to the West. Influenced by Clifford Geertz, Nichols
likens the festival-goer (typically “white，Western，middle-class”
like himself) to the anthropological fieldworker or, more casually,
the tourist. He or she is engaged in a vivid but imaginary mode
of “participatory observation” and makes an attempt at “going
native”一imaginatively and temporarily一in the alien land: “There
is a reverie in the fascination with the strange, an abiding
pleasure in the recognition of differences that persists beyond
the moment” （
Nichols 1994: 18). Two such differences receive
the most attention in the festival literature一“artistic maturity” that
will eventually place an emergent director in an international
fraternity of auteurs, and “a distinctive national culture” that
marks itself off from the dominant Hollywood styles and themes.
As a sensitive critic, Nichols is quick to realize that, like the
ethnographer's, the festival-goer's pursuit of authenticity and
intimate knowledge of an alien culture is only illusory, because
the “native informants” are all too eager to supply evidence that
will readily satisfy Western expectations. For most festival
goers, nonetheless, the "dialectic of knowing and forgetting [our
limitations] . . . , knowing that they know we know that they
calibrate their information to our preexisting assumptions as we
watch this process of mutually orchestrated disclosure unfold,
becomes a reward in itself" (Nichols 1994: 20).
Adm ittedly, many Chinese directors have also felt
“rew arded” by the ificreasing W estern demand for their
ethnographic films, and the seemingly “guaranteed” success of
this genre at festivals around the world has left a visible mark on
Chinese film productions. At a September 1993 symposium on
“Western Wonders and Chinese Film Myths,” the Beijing critic
Dai Jinhua pointed out that “Winning such prizes has become a
prerequisite for filmmaking; Western culture, artistic tastes, and
production standards related to international film festivals now
determine our purely national filmsH (China Screen 1994: 29).
Dai cited three noted directors from the Xi'an Film Studio as
examples. To earn their entrance tickets to international film
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festivals, these directors abandoned their previous explorations
of urban subjects and turned to ethnographic films centered on
China’s rurallandscape. Teng Wenji’s Sa//ad o, 仍e Vfe//cw RA/e，
(1989) , visually reminiscent of Yellow Earth, was released in the
same year as Zhang Yimou's Judou but was overshadowed by
the latter's international fame. The mainland release title for
Huang Jianxin's only digression to date from urban satires, The
Porter (Wukui, 1993), carries none of the exotic flavor suggested
by the export English title, The Wooden Man's Bride and its
accompanying Hong Kong title, "Yansh^n" (literally, llbody
inspection”). The film tells of a young bride who is kidnapped by
bandits in the wilderness (a tribute to Red Sorghum) but is then
returned unharmed (her virginity is confirmed in a ritual of body
inspection) to marry the wooden figure of her deceased
husband. She falls in love with the porter who has rescued her
from the bandits and defies social and sexual conventions in the
desert town (a tribute to Judou). Although Huang Jianxin's
excursion failed to win him leading international prizes, Zhou
Xiaowen^ experiment with Ermo (1994), a hilarious comedy
about a stubborn country woman's quest for wealth in the reform
era (a tribute to 77?e Sto/y of Q/u_/ty)，eventually secured him
international fame. More important，Zhou’s “artistic” success
abroad had an immediate political consequence at home: the
government censors lifted the ban on The Black Mountain Road
(1990) , his earlier film of sexual battles set in a jungle mountain.
The film carries a sacrificial ending similar to that of Red
Sorghum.
Huang Jianxin’s and Zhou Xiaowen’s cases demonstrate
that, by the early 1990s, many Chinese directors were fully
aware that a film likely to satisfy Western expectations (or
aesthetic taste) should include these formulaic but nonetheless
“essential” or “magic” ingredients: primitive landscape and its
sheer visual beauty (e.g., savage rivers, mountains, forests,
deserts); repressed sexuality and its eruption in transgressive
moments of eroticism (read “heroism”
)；gender performance and
sexual exhibition (e.g., homosexuality, transvestism, adultery,
incest) as seen in exotic operas, rituals, or other types of rural
custom; and a mythical or cyclical time frame in which the
protagonist's fate is predestined. Red Firecracker, Green
Firecracker is one such formulaic film that successfully returns
the gaze of the West by presenting all that is expected of an
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ethnography of rural China—and perhaps the film provides more
than “expected，
” because it adds a bonus display of spectacular
firecrackers by the surging Yellow River. More ethnographic films
devoted to screening “abnormal” or incestuous sexual relations
were produced by other Fifth or post-Fifth Generation directors
during this period: Yin LiJs Apricot Blossom (1993, aka The Story
ofXinghua, a tribute to The Story ofQiuju), Li Shaohong's Blush
(1994), and Liu Miaomiao^ Family Scandal (1994). One must
not assume that only young directors were tem pted by
international film prizes. Ling Zifeng, a veteran and, by official
count, Third Generation director, won international acclaim for
his Ripples Across Stagnant Water (1991) and successfully
entered the film in the Western festival circuits.
It is rather ironic that not only film directors of different
ages but also film critics have yielded in varying degrees to
market demand in general and international film festivals in
particular. Back in 1990, Zheng Dongtian deemed it unfair that,
while ethnographic films depicting rural China and its legendary
past had won lots of international prizes, works of the emerging
urban cinema had been mostly flops abroad. “These new works
keep being turned down when festival representatives come to
China to select films. . . . Some Western critics even frankly
asked: ‘Why did you make what we have already made?’”
(Zheng 1990: 31). Despite such Western arrogance, Zheng still
believed at the time that “the emergence of Chinese urban
cinema was a step forward which was both necessary and
inevitable”
；for Chinese directors of urban cinema, therefore,
“there is no need to feel embarrassed” （
Zheng 1990: 31 ).7 Three
years later, however, Zheng was alarmed when the news arrived
in Beijing that Ang L舂e’s T/7e l/l/ectef/ng Sanguef had been sold
all over Europe and North America, whereas its co-winner of the
Golden Bear, Xie Fai's The Women from the Lake o f Scented
Souls, had barely secured enough renting fees to cover its
production costs. Under the pressure of market reform, Zheng

7
A few Chinese urban films did manage to win top international
prizes: Xie Fei's Black Snow (1989) and Ning Ying^ For Fun (1992).
本命年找樂
However, although they were quite popular among Chinese audiences,
Huang Jianxin's later urban satires (e.g,, Stand Up, Don't Bend Over
站直囉，別趴下
[1992] and Back to Back, Face to Face [1994]) did not fare well at
international festivals.
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issued these new appeals to Chinese film m akers: 'The
development of a commodity economy provides people with
strategies to survive: Learn to promote yourselves” and—in
contrast to his position three year ago—“the first thing to do for
filmmakers is to march into the international film market" (Zheng
1993a: 33).
Mapping: Ethnography, Transnational Cinema, and Film
Studies
As suggested in Zheng Dongtian’s (jase，while the impact
of international film festivals on Chinese film productions is selfevident, its long-term effect on Chinese film studies might not be
as obvious and thus deserves a closer examination. If we
review Western scholarship on Chinese cinema since the early
1980s, we come to realize that our research agendas have been
shaped to a great extent by the availability of Chinese films,
especially those with English subtitles, in the market. With a few
exceptions (Berry 1991: 6-39; Erhlich and Desser 1994: 39-80),
the political melodrama of the 1980s and the aestheticism of the
Fifth Generation constitute the dual focuses of critical attention
over the past decade (Dissanayake 1993: 9-58, 73-100; Browne
et al. 1994: 1-113). And, until the late 1990s, scholarly
excursions into early Chinese cinema or Hong Kong and
Taiwanese cinemas (Zhang 1997b: 66 note 28) have been
largely overshadowed by the sheer quantity of publications and
conference papers devoted to two pre-eminent Fifth Generation
directors, Chen Kaige and Zhang Yimou.
One excellent example of the practically exclusive
devotion to the Fifth Generation is Rey Chow’s award-winning
book, Primitive Passions. In spite of her declared ambition to
“produce a cultural history and anthropology of modern China”
(Chow 1995: x), she concentrates on half a dozen films by Chen
吳永剛
Kaige and Zhang Yimou (in addition to Wu Yonggang’s Goc/ctess
神 女 老 井 [1934] and Wu Tianming’s O/d 购〃 [1987]) and detects in their
cinematic reinvention of “ethnic” Chinese culture a voluntary
confirmation of China's status as object of the gaze in crosscultural representation. In these directors’ willing “exhibitionism，
”
China's primitive passions are displayed in seductive surfaces to
the Western audience. Thus, by means of looking at oneself
(China) being looked at by others (the West), contemporary
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Chinese cinema seems to ethnographize China (the self) and
becomes, in the end, an “autoethnography” （
Chow 1995: 18081).8
Undoubtedly, Chow's concept of contemporary Chinese
cinema as “autoethnography” works perfectly well in the context
of cinematic exhibitionism in Zhang Yimou and his followers.
Upon closer scrutiny, however, the autoethnography in question
might prove to be not so much a result of the "automatic" or
voluntary consent from Chinese directors as that of transnational
economic coercion or unequal power relations. After Ballad of
the Yellow River had won him the Best Director award at the
1990 Montreal International Film Festival, Teng Wenji frankly
admitted: “They [foreign investors] come to look for film
directors, and our directors will agree to go whenever they ask.
Just like a court subpoena. This is sad" (China Screen 1994:
29). This feeling of sadness as a consequence of one’s
powerless economic position is echoed by Dai Qing, one of
China's leading dissident journalists. A fter vehem ently
denouncing Raise the Red Lantern as being ureally shot for the
casual pleasures of foreigners . . . [who] can go on and
muddleheadedly satisfy their oriental fetishism," she immediately
adds that "there is something worth our sympathy in the plight of
a serious filmmaker being forced to make a living outside his
own country" (Dai 1993: 336-37).
Indeed, one may very well feel both sad and outraged
because, in the era of transnational capitalism, "the 'ethnicity' of
contemporary Chinese cinema—‘Chineseness’一is already the
sign of a cross-cultural commodity fetishism" (Chow 1995: 59).
Such a sad or outrageous situation seems to implicate Chinese
cinema in a prefixed cycle of transnational com modity
production and consumption: favorable reviews at international
film festivals lead to the production of more ethnographic films,
and the wide distribution of such films facilitates their availability
for classroom use and therefore influences the agenda of film
studies, which in turn reinforces the status of ethnographic films
as a dominant genre. Viewed in this way, a “trend-setting” study
like Rey Chow's, which aims at critical intervention in "some of
the most urgent debates about cross-cultural studies, sexuality,
ethnicity, identity, authenticity, and commodity fetishism" (Chow
8
For a contextual discussion of Chow's arguments, see Zhang
(1997b: 64-66).

122

Yingjin Zhang

1995: back cover)，may turn out to be merely “trend-following,”
for its agenda and scope are shaped by what appears to be a
popular cultural product. Studying the popular, in this case,
ironically legitimizes it as the dominant cultural imaginary. What
is likely to be glossed over or elided in such trend-setting (or
trend-following) scholarship, I would argue, is the historical
experience and cultural meaning specific to a nation or region.
To quote Nichols’ imaginative expression: “Hovering，like a
specter,… are those deep structures and thick descriptions that
might restore a sense of the particular and local to what we have
now recruited to the realm of the globaF1(Nichols 1994: 27).
It is evident that the global and the local are intricately and
inseparably connected in the era of transnationalism, but the
question remains as to how and from where one can
strategically map out the changing relationships between the
global and the local. Here is one such mapping of the
“global/local” at the century’s end:
a new w orld-space of cultural production and national
representation which is sim ultaneously becoming more
globalized (unified around dynamics of capitalogic moving
across borders) and more lo ca lize d (fragm ented into
contestatory enclaves of difference, coalition, and resistance) in
everyday texture and composition. (Wilson and Dissanayake

1996: 1)
Here is another, more specific, mapping: “the world has been
turning toward all-powerful consumerism in which brand names
command recognition and attraction. Everywhere commodities
are invented, transported, promoted, day-dreamed over, sold,
purchased，consumed, and discarded” （
Miyoshi 1993: 747). The
ethnographic film is, no doubt, one such cultural commodity that
is locally produced but globally distributed and consumed.
Largely due to the workings of transnationalism, which has been
theorized since the early 1990s as a dominant force in politics,
economy, technology, and culture around the world (Appadurai
1990; Bamyeh 1993), Chen Kaige and Zhang Yimou have
become "brand names” recognizable to consumers in the West.
In view of the shifting configurations of the global/local in
the contemporary world, Sheldon Lu recommends using
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“transnational Chinese cinem as” to cover the latest
developments not only in mainland China, Hong Kong, and
Taiwan, but also elsewhere in diasporic Chinese communities.
Transnationalism in the Chinese case, according to him, is
manifest at four levels: (1) the triangulation of competing
national/local “Chinese cinemas” in the mainland, Hong Kong,
and Taiwan; (2) the globalization of the production, marketing,
and consumption of Chinese films in the 1990s; (3) the crossexamination of uChina" and "Chineseness'1 in filmic discourse
itself; and (4) a revisiting of the history of Chinese “national
cinemas” to reveal its “essentially transnational nature” （
Lu
1997: 2-3).9
While Sheldon Lu emphasizes the “competition” among
filmmakers in the three Chinese regions in his conception of
transnationalism, I would like to draw attention—as I did earlier
in this essay—to their close cooperation since the late 1980s.
Indeed, it is prim arily due to th e ir cooperation that a
transnational mode of film production and distribution was
instituted in the early 1990s. Hong Kong filmmakers, for
instance, have increasingly tapped the cheap labor and
inexpensive equipment provided by mainland studios. In so
doing, they have not only expanded and consolidated their
market share in the mainland but have also enhanced their
((artisticMreputation with their prize-winning coproductions, such
as The Story of Qiuju and Farewell My Concubine (Hong Kong
Film Archive 1997: 67-68). Under the pressure of economic
reform, most mainland studios have been willing to rent out their
equipment and human resources in order to cope with the
dramatic decrease" in box-office profits brought about by the
popularity of other^forms of leisure and entertainment in the
1990s. In Taiwan, the transnational mode of film operation came
into being as a response to the dismal drop of local film output
from 215 to 33 and the concomitant decrease in the number of
movie theaters from 736 in 1981 to 382 in 1992 (Shen 1995:
9
Lu’s concept of “transnational cinema” differs from Hamid
Naficy’s “independent transnational genre.” The latter is defined as “(1)
belonging to a genre of cine-writing and self-narrativization with
specific generic and thematic conventions and (2) products of the
particular transnational location of filmmakers in time and place and in
social life and cultural difference” （
Naficy 1996: 121).
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10). By the mid-1990s, even a veteran director such as Edward
Yang had to count on Warner Asia to finance and distribute his
urban comedy，
A Conftvc/us Co/7fus/o/7 (1995), while new talents
have drawn almost exclusively on government subsidies to
produce a limited number of award-winning films, films that Hou
Hsiao-hsien likens to “flowers blooming in barren soil” （
Wang
1995: 17).
The cooperative relationships betyveen Chinese film
industries in the three geopolitical regions compel us to rethink
the concept of transnationalism in the Chinese context, for
numerous "interregional" and l,intraculturar,?forces are obviously
at work in such a transnational operation. In this regard,
transnationalism appears to be marked as much by a specific
culture, space, and time as by certain transcultural and
transregional features. For this reason, while I concur with
Sheldon Lu that Chinese cinema has acquired a transnational
character over the past decade, I would caution against his
overstatements that “film in China has always been of a
transnational character” and that
has always been a
transnational e n tity ” （
Lu 1997: 25). For one thing,
“transnationalism，
” theorized as typical of global capitalism, is a
period concept rather than a transhistorical concept, and as
such it differs from both International trade relationsJ, and "crosscultural exchanges*1 that have been going on throughout the
century. For another—and more crucial—reason, a replacement
of "national cinema" by "transnational cinema" as an overriding
term for Chinese film production in the first half of the century
would run the risk of erasing the critical issue of cultural
colonialism. We must remember that it was against Hollywood's
domination that a national film industry was launched in modern
China. To support my m odification of Sheldon Lu’s
“transhistorical” claim on transnational Chinese cinema，I turn to
Aihwa Ong and Donald Nonini, two anthropologists who
consider “modern Chinese transnationalism to be a recent global
phenomenon with historical roots in premodern trade systems,
European colonialism, and more recent American geopolitical
domination of the Pacific” （
Ong and Nonini 1997: 12)_ In short, I
believe that we cannot afford to forget hard-won historical
lessons about Western colonialism and must, instead, keep
transnationalism in proper historical perspective.
Furthermore, even if we accept that transnational cinema
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is an apt term for contemporary Chinese cinema, we should not
be blinded by the dazzling display of transnationalism and fail to
see a multitude of national, ethnic, regional, and local issues that
still exist in every linkage and disjuncture of contemporary
Chinese society. To cite a recent example: Rey Chow calls on
“ interested scholars to confront the contradictions of
Chineseness as a constructed ethnicity” and to study “other
‘Chinese’ cultures” such as Tibet, Taiwan, and Hong Kong
(Chow 1997: 151). But the fact is that, except for Tibet, some of
the issues suggested by Chow have been tackled in a number of
essays anthologized in New Chinese Cinemas (Browne et al.
1994: 117-215) and Transnational Chinese Cinemas (Lu 1997:
139-262), although the authors of those essays may not share
Chow’s particular brand of identity politics. Other areas of
contradiction that belie “Chineseness” as a constructed ethnicity,
such as the “interregional” or “intracultural” relationships
between the Han Chinese and ethnic minorities, have also been
investigated in Chinese film studies (Clark 1987b; Yau 1994;
Zhang 1997a).
As a critical concept that simultaneously embraces and
interrogates the transnational, the international, the
multinational, and perhaps the intranational or interregional, the
“transnational imaginary” involves both a “cognitive mapping” of
the global events and “an intensified vision of the local situation”
(Wilson and Dissanayake 1996: 5). In the field of cultural
studies, film has been given a privileged role in investigating
“[t]he image, the imagined, the imaginary—these are all terms
which direct us to something critical and new in global cultural
processes: the imagination as a social practice1' (Appadurai
1990: 5). Following Arjun Appadurai's reformulation of image
making and imagination as concrete social practices, James
Hay proposes "a w$y of discussing film as a social practice that
begins by considering how social relations are spatially
organized—through sites of production and consumption—and
how film is practiced from and across particular sites and always
in relation to other sites” （
Hay 1997: 216)_
The logic of this site-oriented investigation entails a
number of methodological moves in Chinese film studies. First,
we may locate in a film genre a special mapping of various sites
of social and/or sexual relations. From this point of view, we can
now see clearly that the ethnographic film constitutes only a
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sm all— albeit much glam orized— genre in Chinese film
production and that this genre is mainly practiced in and across
the sites of China's rural landscape where sexual battles are
staged and “primitive passions” are revealed to audiences at
home and abroad. Another highly publicized site in film
production is the crime world of the Hong Kong gangster film.
This fast-pace genre captures political and eponomic tensions in
Hong Kong (or other surrogate sites like Saigon and Tokyo) and
parades masculinity as the last trace of heroism (Sandell 1996;
Gallagher 1997; Stringer 1997). Interestingly, as Hollywood
became infatuated with the Hong Kong gangster film, the genre
was transported to other sites across the Pacific, and its
production and distribution are now truly transnational. Hong
Kong directors and cast (e.g., John Woo, Chow Yun-Fat, and
Michelle Yeoh) are in major Hollywood projects, and these titles
are being exported to the vast Asian market and are reaping
huge profits there.
Second, the site-oriented investigation requires us to map
out the changing networks and locations of film production and
distribution in or between mainland China, Hong Kong, and
Taiwan, as well as their complex relationships with geopolitical
sites around the world. For instance, apart from some basic facts
and the film texts themselves, very few research publications to
date can tell us what is going on behind the scenes in the
processes of planning, financing, scripting, shooting, editing,
marketing, distributing, and reception of big-budget films such as
Ye Daying’s Red Crter/y (1995) and Zhou Xiaowen's 77?e
&T7perar，
s S/7aafcw (1996). And the relationships between the
declining film industry and the flourishing television and video
networks (or the mass media in general) have rarely made it to
the top list of our research agendas. In this regard, Appadurai’s
framework for exploring disjunctures and differences in the
global cultural economy is useful to Chinese film studies, too.
For him, current global (or transnational) cultural flows "occur in
and through the growing disjunctures between ethnoscapes,
technoscapes, financescapes, mediascapes and ideoscapes”
(Appadurai 1990: 11). In other words, in order to better
understand Chinese cinema in the era of transnationalism, we
must extend our investigation to include other sites of social,
technological, economic, cultural, and political operations and,
more important, the disjunctures in and between these various
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sites or scapes.10
Third, the site-oriented investigation further demands that
we be fully aware of our position as film scholars vis-a-vis other
sites of current theoretical and m ethodological debates.
Chinese film studies is, after all, a contested site of power and
knowledge, and as such it is related to other sites of academic
production. In view of a current trend to embrace postmodernism
in Chinese cultural studies (Dirlik and Zhang 1997; New Literary
History 1997), I want to cite a cautionary remark by Jonathan
Arac. In his response to the essays in a special issue of New
Literary History on "Cultural Studies: China and the West," Arac
acknowledges that "in contemporary China there is some degree
of Postmodernism, as a movement in advanced artistic and
intellectual circles," but he immediately cautions that, since
modernity is still a dominant discourse, “postmodernity is not the
condition of China” and that, “if not China, then not the world”
(Arac 1997: 144). It is not just a coincidence that, in a new
anthropological study, “ C hinese tra n sn a tio n a lism ” is
unambiguously defined “as a phenomenon of late modernity”
一
with umodemitiesMin the plural form to refer to those "cultural
forms that are organically produced in relation to other regional
forces in the polycentric world of late capitalism" (Ong and
Nonini 1997: 14-15).
From my tentative mapping above, it is clear that neither
ethnography nor postmodernism can characterize the entire
arena of contemporary Chinese cinema, in which the Fifth
Generation directors cooperate and compete with other groups
in producing new works of New Chinese Cinema. This crucial
question still challenges scholars of Chinese film and culture:
“How then to balance the transnationalization of economy and
politics with the sifrvival of local culture and history—without
mummifying them with tourism and in museums?" (Miyoshi
1990: 747). In conclusion, I believe Chinese cinema and
Chinese film studies have a role to play in the ongoing
configurations of the global/local in the arena of transnational
cultural production.

Two such studies are Liu (1998) Yang (1997).
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